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Abstract
Mobile dating applications (MDAs) are popular relationship-seeking tools among 
emerging adults. As offline relationship dynamics are increasingly mirrored in the 
context of mobile dating, MDA users are also known to experience online roman-
tic rejection, including ghosting. The consequences of such online romantic rejec-
tion and its underlying mechanisms are still unclear. As such, the present study 
explored the associations between being ghosted on an MDA and emerging adults’ 
self-esteem, by drawing on the Disillusionment model and the Expectancy Viola-
tions Theory. Cross-sectional data were gathered through the dissemination of an 
online survey during April 2021 in Belgium. The analytical sample consisted of 
268 Belgian respondents (Mage = 23.17, female = 68.7%). Hypotheses were tested 
through multivariate linear regression analyses using Hayes’ PROCESS Macro. 
Results indicated that being ghosted on an MDA was indirectly related to decreased 
self-esteem, through disillusionment with one’s own romantic appeal, if the ghosting 
was experienced as a highly unexpected, negative and impactful event. Given that 
ghosting seems to become increasingly prevalent, one can wonder what the cumu-
lative impact of being ghosted on an MDA may be on users’ self-esteem if they 
remain active MDA users for a longer period of time. Hence, future research should 
examine these associations longitudinally. Moreover, future research is encouraged 
to explore potential interacting individual differences (e.g., self-perceived dating 
app success) and specific interpersonal communication dynamics (e.g., frequency of 
communicating).
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Introduction

A key developmental goal of emerging adulthood (18–30 years old) is the estab-
lishment of a committed romantic relationship (Arnett, 2000). In the process of 
achieving this goal, emerging adults typically engage in romantic explorative 
behaviors (e.g., dating). In recent years, emerging adults started using digital 
platforms to engage in such behaviors which has, arguably, reshaped the initial 
formation processes of romantic relationships (Van De Wiele & Campbell, 2019). 
In particular, Mobile Dating Applications (e.g., Tinder, henceforth: MDAs) are 
popular platforms for relationship-seeking. MDAs are location-based, real-time, 
picture-driven platforms which enable emerging adults to effortlessly swipe 
through a seemingly endless pool of available potential romantic partners and 
to interact with others nearby. Hence, MDAs enable their users to interact with 
potential partners who they have never met face-to-face and with whom they do 
not have any pre-existing social ties (e.g., mutual friends; Birnholtz et al., 2014). 
On the one hand, the affordances of MDAs seem to facilitate relationship initia-
tion by connecting MDA users with potential partners nearby thereby supporting 
emerging adults’ relationship development (e.g., Strugo & Muise, 2019). At the 
same time, some scholars argue that MDAs’ affordances have transformed mod-
ern courtship into an impersonal commodified game which could hinder emerg-
ing adults’ relationship development (e.g., Hobbs et al., 2017).

The gamification of dating is believed to decrease individuals’ attached worth 
or commitment regarding these new relationships and hence, to expedite rela-
tionship dissolution (Van De Wiele & Campbell, 2019). Researchers distinguish 
between two relationship dissolution strategies, namely avoidance versus open 
confrontation (e.g., Baxter, 1982). In comparison to more open confrontation 
strategies (e.g., verbal confrontation), avoidance tends to be perceived negatively 
by recipients and has been related to negative wellbeing outcomes (e.g., distress, 
sadness, Collins & Gilliath, 2012). An extreme version of avoidance is the prac-
tice of ghosting (Freedman et al., 2022). Ghosting is a way that people can end 
a relationship by suddenly ignoring or ceasing communication with the other 
person (Kay & Courtice, 2022). It has been argued that the practice of ghosting 
is facilitated in an online context through the unique affordances of Computer-
Mediated-Communication (CMC). More precisely, interactions in an online set-
ting are thought to be more anonymous, malleable (LeFebvre, 2017) and less 
inhibited (Suler, 2004). Moreover, recent research indicates that the practice of 
ghosting is a commonly used rejection strategy in the context of mobile dating 
(e.g., Van De Wiele & Campbell, 2019; Timmermans et al., 2021). Preliminary 
findings of Timmermans and colleagues (2021) suggest that being ghosted on a 
MDA is perceived as painful which may decrease users’ self-esteem. Given the 
importance of resilience after negative interpersonal experiences (e.g., Brechan 
& Kvalem, 2015), it seems pivotal to broaden current understandings of MDA 
ghosting and individuals’ self-esteem. For this reason, the current study system-
atically tests whether being ghosted on MDAs negatively relates to individuals’ 
self-esteem while taking into account the transferability of the assumptions of the 
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Disillusionment Theory (Burgoon & Jones, 1976) and the Expectancy Violations 
Theory (Afifi & Metts, 1998).

Romantic Identity Exploration and Self‑Esteem in Emerging Adulthood

The construction of a romantic identity is a critical developmental process during 
emerging adulthood (18–30 years old; Arnett, 2000). Emerging adults typically par-
ticipate in romantic explorative behaviors as part of their identity development; in 
ascending order towards more commitment/intimacy, they tend to engage in hook-
ups (e.g., Garcia & Reiber, 2008), serial monogamy (i.e., a series of exclusive love 
relationships, usually including sex; Arnett, 2000) or cohabitation (e.g., Arnett & 
Schwab, 2012). These different romantic explorative behaviors offer emerging adults 
the opportunity to attain a sense of themselves as a romantic partner and of what 
they value in a future long-term intimate relationship (i.e., romantic identity). More-
over, these behaviors are believed to allow emerging adults to acquire the capacity to 
engage in a supportive, caring relationship, while maintaining their autonomy (i.e., 
intimacy; Montgomery, 2005). In line with these assumptions, research showed that 
engaging in romantic explorative behaviors resulted in positively appraised expe-
riences (e.g., spending enjoyable time together with a partner; Blumenstock et al., 
2022). The absence or presence of such positive romantic experiences may alter 
emerging adults’ trajectories towards success in their subsequent romantic develop-
ment (i.e., adulthood; Nelson, 2021).

Besides positive outcomes, some romantic explorative behaviors may turn into 
negative romantic experiences, which may disrupt emerging adults’ developmen-
tal trajectories (Nelson, 2021). Negative romantic experiences, including rejec-
tion by romantic partners, may be challenging and potentially result in detrimental 
outcomes on emerging adults’ well-being (e.g., George & van den Berg, 2012). In 
particular, research on traditional offline relationship dynamics has linked the expe-
rience of romantic rejection to several psychologically distressing outcomes, includ-
ing lowered general self-esteem (e.g., Luciano & Orth, 2017). Self-esteem has been 
referred to as the subjective evaluation of one’s worth as a person and includes feel-
ings of accepting and respecting oneself. Explicating the impact of romantic rejec-
tion on self-esteem is crucial, as self-esteem is an important predictor for individu-
als’ mental (e.g., depression, anxiety; Sowislo & Orth, 2013) as well as physical 
health (e.g., disordered eating; e.g., Brechan & Kvalem, 2015). Research has dem-
onstrated that online relationship experiences mirror offline relationship experiences 
to some extent (e.g., Lefebvre et  al., 2019). However, currently empirical support 
on the correlates of online romantic rejection is lacking. A unique online context 
in which individuals are likely to experience romantic events is the realm of mobile 
dating.

Mobile Dating and Romantic Identity Exploration

In recent years, mobile dating has gained popularity among emerging adults (Smith 
& Anderson, 2016). This new mode of romantic identity exploration transforms the 
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development of emerging adults’ romantic identity because of at least four unique 
affordances of MDAs. First, the portability of smartphones allows individuals to use 
MDAs at any time and place. Second, MDAs present their users a seemingly unlim-
ited pool of potential dating partners who are readily available (i.e., availability). 
Third, MDAs apply geolocation-based matchmaking (GPS), which enables users 
to swipe through nearby available partners (i.e., locatability; e.g., Lefebvre & Fan, 
2020). Lastly, MDAs use a photo-driven design to present potential partners (i.e., 
multimediality; Timmermans et  al., 2021). Hence, the selection-procedure is pre-
dominantly based on visual cues, which allows users to make time-efficient, periph-
eral decisions (i.e., cognitively low-demanding) by liking or rejecting others (Sumter 
& Vandenbosch, 2019). To summarize, the aforementioned affordances enable 
MDA users to be permanently available to potential partners.

Following the mobile connectivity paradox (Vanden Abeele, 2021), it is argued 
that these affordances do not only offer opportunities but also challenges for indi-
viduals romantic development. More precisely, mobile media applications are often 
used and experienced in ambiguous ways (e.g., Hanson, 2021) and, accordingly, 
may result in both positive and negative outcomes for individuals’ (digital) well-
being (e.g., Schneider et al., 2021). In the realm of mobile dating, scholars argue that 
MDAs’ unique affordances enable users to easily form connections with others, but 
also facilitate easy withdrawal from such newly established connections (LeFebvre, 
2017). Studies have indicated that one of individuals’ main motivations for using 
MDAs is for entertainment purposes (e.g., Sumter & Vandenbosch, 2019; Timmer-
mans & De Caluwé, 2017). Hence, it has been argued that the affordances of MDAs 
in particular have transformed modern courtship into a commodified game (e.g., 
Hobbs et  al., 2017). MDAs’ peripheral appearance-based swipe-logic may result 
in seeing other MDA-users as depersonalized, disposable commodities. Users who 
perceive mobile dating as a form of entertainment may emotionally distance them-
selves from other users and invest less in meaningful dating relationships (Krüger 
& Spilde, 2020). In addition, the asynchronous communication, relative anonym-
ity and absence of face-to-face contact in the virtual space enable users to covertly 
withdraw from others (Van De Wiele & Campbell, 2019).

The practice of ghosting is a severe form of avoidance-based relationship dis-
solution (Freedman et al., 2022). More precisely, the practice of ghosting refers to 
abruptly ignoring or stopping communication with the other person in order to end a 
relationship (Kay & Courtice, 2022). It has been argued that remaining unresponsive 
or communicatively unavailable is facilitated through the affordances of Computer-
Mediated-Communication (CMC; e.g., blocking, deleting matches), which may be 
done to simplify what can be a difficult, painful and stressful process of romantic 
withdrawal (Tom Tong & Walther, 2011).

According to recent studies, ghosting is indeed becoming a prevailing rejection 
tactic in the realm of mobile dating (e.g., Van De Wiele & Campbell, 2019; Tim-
mermans et al., 2021). In general, ghosting prevalence rates in offline dating con-
texts seem to be increasing over the years. In 2014, 13% (Moore, 2014) reported 
to have ever been ghosted by a partner, whereas this rate was risen to 72% in 2019 
(Koessler et  al., 2019). The rates further increased from 11% (Moore, 2014) to 
64.5% (Koessler et al., 2019) of people that reported to have previously ghosted a 
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partner themselves between 2014 and 2019. Ghosting rates in the online MDA con-
text show that between 23% (Freedman et  al., 2019) and 25.3% (LeFebvre et  al., 
2019) of users have experienced ghosting whereas between 21.7% (Freedman 
et al., 2019) and 29.3% (LeFebvre et al., 2019) reported to have previously ghosted 
someone.

While there is burgeoning research on ghosting frequency, the correlates of ghost-
ing on MDAs have not systematically been studied. Preliminary findings suggest that 
being ghosted may have negative emotional and psychological outcomes (Freedman 
et al., 2019; Koessler et al., 2019; Pancani et al., 2021; Timmermans et al., 2021). 
More specifically, ghosting has been found to have detrimental outcomes for indi-
viduals’ general self-esteem (e.g., Chung et  al., 2002). Given that self-esteem is 
an important correlate of individuals’ mental and physical health (e.g., Brechan & 
Kvalem, 2015) it seems pivotal to study the ways in which online relationship dis-
solution may affect their self-esteem. As such, this study aims to broaden sings of 
the consequences of being ghosted on MDAs on individuals’ self-esteem. To better 
understand this relationship this study builds on existing research on the associations 
between offline interpersonal (romantic) relationships and well-being that draws on 
the Disillusionment Model (Huston et al., 2001) and the Expectancy Violations The-
ory (henceforth: EVT; Burgoon et al., 1976). As such, the current study will reflect 
on the role of disillusionment and expectancy violation to explicate.

The Mediating Role of Disillusionment

The disillusionment model (Huston et  al., 2001) posits that in the early stages of 
establishing a relationship, individuals idealize their potential partner. More specifi-
cally, the model starts from the assumption that initially partners typically engage 
in impression management (i.e., highly favorable self-presentations). Moreover, 
individuals tend to focus on the virtues rather than the shortcomings of their dating 
partners in early stages of the relationship. However, as the relationship progresses, 
individuals may be faced with negatively perceived violations of their initial favora-
ble impressions of the other person. Consequently, this may result in disillusionment 
or feeling disappointed in one’s partner and/or relationship (Huston et al., 2001). In 
addition, individuals may also become disillusioned with oneself. Whereas other-
oriented disillusionment captures feelings of other-oriented disappointment, the self-
oriented disillusionment refers to self-oriented feelings of decreased self-perceived 
attractiveness, disappointment with oneself and decreased positive feelings towards 
oneself (Niehuis et al., 2020). Both other-oriented and self-oriented disillusionment 
have been found to correlate negatively with self-esteem (e.g., Murray et al., 2000).

Most research on disillusionment has focused on committed offline forms of rela-
tionships among established couples (e.g., marriage; Huston et  al., 2001; Niehuis 
et al., 2019). No systematic evidence on the occurrence of disillusionment among 
individuals in relationships with varying levels of commitment (e.g., dating) in an 
online context exists. Moreover, given that early idealization of unknown interaction 
partners is a well-known feature of CMC (Walther, 2007), the assumptions of the 
disillusionment model seem to be particularly applicable in the context of mobile 
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dating even though this context is characterized by early stages of dating relation-
ships. Recent findings, even though not directly fueled by the disillusionment model, 
provide initial support for the presence of disillusionment (Timmermans et  al., 
2021), feelings of responsibility and guilt (Pancani et al., 2021) after being ghosted 
on MDAs.

The Moderating Role of Expectancy Violations

Not all ghostees will experience self-or other oriented disillusionment to the same 
degree. The Expectancy Violations Theory (Burgoon & Jones, 1976) has the poten-
tial to define to which extent the Disillusionment Model holds for different indi-
viduals. The EVT posits that individuals have certain expectancies which refer to 
consistent patterns of predictable behaviors accompanying a particular relationship, 
context or individual. These expectancies are violated when someone’s behavior 
deviates from the anticipated behavior in a given interaction (Afifi & Metts, 1998). 
The valence (i.e., the extent to which the violation is evaluated as positive or nega-
tive), expectedness (i.e., the extent to which the violation deviates from the range of 
possible anticipated behaviors) and importance (i.e., the impact of the violation on 
a given interpersonal relationship) of the violation influence the ways in which the 
one whose expectancies are violated will process the information and subsequently 
respond (Afifi & Metts, 1998). Consequently, depending on the valence, expected-
ness and importance of the violation the response to the relational transgressive 
event (e.g., disillusionment) may differ. Research on offline relationship dissolu-
tion and the EVT suggests that being unexpectedly and unwillingly romantically 
rejected relates to activation of the pain network in the brain (for a meta-analysis 
see Cacioppo et al., 2013). As such, the severity of individuals’ expectancy violation 
may also offer an explanation for the extent to which individuals may feel disillu-
sioned after being ghosted.

The Current Study

The current study aims to address a gap in the literature, namely the limited atten-
tion to relationship dissolution in the context of dating apps. A better understand-
ing of relationship dissolution practices in a mobile space is important as literature 
on offline personal relationships suggests that individuals’ self-esteem may diminish 
after a dating relationship is dissolved (e.g., Luciano & Orth, 2017). The mobile 
space might amplify romantic experiences and dynamics witnessed in offline set-
tings. Unlike face-to-face interactions, individuals may more easily reject potential 
partners or withdraw from communication with them in a non-confrontational man-
ner by deleting or blocking them or remaining unresponsive (Tom Tong & Walther, 
2011).

Thus, while ghosting is expected to occur on MDAs through the casualization 
of intimacy no study has systematically assessed whether the ending of a relation-
ship through withdrawal online (i.e., ghosting) forms a threat to individuals’ self-
esteem. For this reason, the current study will assess the association between being 
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ghosted online and self-esteem by drawing on the Disillusionment Model (Huston 
et  al., 2001) to assess whether self-or other oriented disillusionment are underly-
ing explanatory mechanisms for the possible association between being ghosted and 
self-esteem.

Moreover, it is theorized that the expectations with regards to interactions with a 
particular dating partner, may intensify or weaken the outcomes of relational disso-
lution. The EVT (Burgoon & Jones, 1976) is used to theorize individuals’ suscepti-
bility to disillusionment following being ghosted on MDAs.

To evaluate the expectations outlined above, the present cross-sectional study 
(N = 268) examines an explanatory model on the links between being ghosted on 
MDAs, expectancy violation, disillusionment and self-esteem (see Fig.  1), testing 
the following hypotheses:

H1:	Being ghosted on a MDA is negatively related to emerging adults’ self-esteem.
H2:	 Being ghosted on a MDA is negatively related to self-esteem through disillusion-

ment.
H2a:	  Being ghosted on a MDA is negatively related to self-esteem through disil-

lusionment one’s own romantic appeal..
H2b:	  Being ghosted on a MDA is negatively related to self-esteem through disil-

lusionment with other users’ romantic appeal.
H3	Expectancy violations regarding being ghosted moderate the relations between 

being ghosted and self-esteem through disillusionment.
H3a	  The negative relationship between being ghosted on a MDA and self-esteem 

through disillusionment with one’s own romantic appeal will be stronger for those 
who perceived the ghosting as negative, impactful and unexpected.

H3b:	 The negative relationship between being ghosted on a MDA and self-esteem 
through disillusionment with others’ romantic appeal will be stronger for those 
who perceived the ghosting as negative, impactful and unexpected.

Fig. 1   Hypothesized model Note. Control variables are age, biological sex, sexual orientation and rela-
tionship status. Control variables and errors are not shown for clarity
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Methods

Sample and Procedure

The study was approved by the university’s Ethical Review Board. In April, 2021, 
Belgian 18–30  year olds were recruited through advertisements on social media 
(e.g., Facebook, Instagram). Respondents were assured that the survey would be 
processed confidentially and anonymously. Consent was obtained at the beginning 
of the online ca. 10–15 min survey. Five reward cards with a value of 20 euros were 
raffled off.

In total, the original sample existed of 650 respondents. An attention check was 
applied to ensure the highest data quality. Respondents who answered the atten-
tion check incorrectly (n = 39) or had missing data on this variable (n = 92) were 
excluded. Moreover, respondents who did not give active informed consent (n = 57) 
and were not current MDA users (n = 194) were redirected to the end of the sur-
vey and therefore not included in the analytical sample. The final analytical sample 
resulted in 268 current MDA users, Myears = 23.17; SD = 2.52, with a relative over-
representation of females (68.7%). Moreover, 97.8% of respondents identified as 
Western-European and 74.3% identified as being exclusively heterosexual. In terms 
of relationship status, 92.2% reported not to be in a committed relationship at the 
time of completing the survey.

Measures

Socio‑Demographic Variables

Age, biological sex (0 = male, 1 = female), relationship status and sexual orien-
tation were questioned. Sexual orientation and relationship status were recoded 
into dummy variables (sexual orientation; 0 = heterosexual, 1 = non-heterosex-
ual; relationship status; 0 = in a committed relationship, 1 = not in a committed 
relationship).1

General MDA Use

Respondents were asked whether they were a current MDA user (0 = no, 1 = yes). 
Only current users were included in this study and were asked which MDAs they 
were currently using and the frequency. With regard to frequency, respondents rated 
their general frequency of use, almost never (= 1) to multiple times a day (= 7), 
M = 4.28, SD = 1.61; daily frequency of use, I check the MDAs that I use constantly 
throughout the day (= 1) to once a day less than 30 min (= 10), and how long they 

1  The pre-data collection registration may be accessed on OSF through the following link: https://​osf.​io/​
kue96/?​view_​only=​60ac9​f1247​d34a9​cb819​ad2e2​cc111​24

https://osf.io/kue96/?view_only=60ac9f1247d34a9cb819ad2e2cc11124
https://osf.io/kue96/?view_only=60ac9f1247d34a9cb819ad2e2cc11124
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had been using MDAs for, less than three months (= 1) to more than two years (= 6), 
M = 7.89, SD = 2.47.

Frequency of Being Ghosted on MDAs

To measure MDA users’ frequency of being ghosted by others on a MDA, an adapted 
single-item scale of Timmermans and colleagues (2021) was used in which respond-
ents were presented with a definition of ghosting and subsequently asked how often 
they had been ghosted by other MDA users themselves, M = 3.38, SD = 1.52. In par-
ticular respondents received the following question: “Sometimes someone you like 
or with whom you have a nice conversation on a mobile dating application, sud-
denly breaks off all contact without explaining why. This is also known as the prac-
tice of ghosting. On mobile dating applications, you can easily start a conversation 
with someone you do not know. These conversations do not always go smoothly and 
sometimes they fade out. If both you and the other person do not mind the conversa-
tion fading out, it is usually not a matter of ghosting. With ghosting, the decision 
to break off contact only is made unilaterally and the one being ghosted may feel 
ignored and/or left with questions. Can you estimate how many times it has occurred 
that someone suddenly broke off all contact with you without explaining why?” Pos-
sible answers ranged from 1 (never) to 6 (very often, by more than half of the people 
I meet on a MDA), M = 3.38, SD = 1.52.

Mobile Dating App Disillusionment

Mobile dating app disillusionment was measured using two adapted sub-scales of 
the Tinder-based disillusionment scale (Niehuis et  al., 2020). The first sub-scale 
measured disillusionment with one’s own romantic appeal and included the follow-
ing three items When I used a mobile dating app in the past 6 months… I felt less 
positive about myself; I felt disappointed in myself; I no longer felt attractive, with 
answers ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (every day). The second sub-scale measured 
disillusionment with other users’ romantic appeal included the following three items 
When I used a mobile dating app in the past 6 months… I felt disgusted with other 
users; I felt disappointed in other users; I started thinking it is impossible to find a 
romantic partner on a MDA with answers ranging from 1 (never) to 7 (every day).

Principal component analysis extracted two factors. The first factor included the 
predefined items of the subscale disillusionment with one’s own romantic appeal, 
eigenvalue = 3.3, explained variance = 54.93, α = 0.90). The second factor included 
the predefined items of the subscale of disillusionment with others’ romantic appeal, 
eigenvalue = 1.16, explained variance = 19.29%, α = 0.72. Items of both subscales 
were averaged, i.e. disillusionment with one’s own romantic appeal, M = 2.55, 
SD = 1.5; disillusionment with other users’ romantic appeal, M = 3.85, SD = 1.59.

Expectancy Violations

The violated expectedness scale (Afifi & Metts, 1998) was used to measure the 
extent to which being ghosted violated respondents’ expectancies, which captures 
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the expectedness, importance and valence of the violation. The scale included four 
items such as Please indicate to what extent being ghosted on a MDA was surpris-
ing. Items were rated on a 7-point scale ranging from 1 (not at all) to 7 (completely). 
Higher scores indicate a higher violation of expectancies. Principal component 
analysis showed that all items loaded on one factor in the overall sample, eigen-
value = 2.81; explained variance = 70.11%; α = 0.86. Items were averaged to com-
pute a new variable expectancy violations, M = 3.81, SD = 1.48.

Self‑Esteem

To measure self-esteem, the Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale (SISE; Robins et  al., 
2001) was used. The item asks respondents to indicate to what extent they (dis)
agree with the following statement: I have high self-esteem, M = 4.13, SD = 1.43, 
on a 7-point Likert-type scale ranging from 1 (totally disagree) to 7 (totally agree). 
Higher scores indicate higher self-esteem.

Data Analysis

Zero-order correlations and descriptive statistics were calculated. The final hypoth-
esized model (Fig. 1) was analyzed using multivariate linear regression analysis in 
the PROCESS macro (Hayes, 2013) in the Statistical Software Package for Social 
Sciences (SPSS), while controlling for biological sex, sexual orientation, age and 
relationship status. 95% bias-correcting bootstrapped confidence intervals (n = 5000) 
were applied. The final dataset and syntax were uploaded on OSF.2

Results

Descriptive Statistics

Respondents used a MDA about once a week on average, M = 4.28, SD = 1.61, and 
about 1.5 to 2 h a day on average, M = 7.89, SD = 2.47. On average, respondents had 
been using MDAs for an active time period ranging between six and twelve months, 
M = 3.82, SD = 1.89). The majority of respondents used Tinder (96.6%; n = 259). 
In general, respondents reported to be ghosted by less than 10% of the people they 
had met on a MDA in the past six months, M = 3.38, SD = 1.52. Male respondents, 
M = 3.85, SD = 1.58 were ghosted (slightly) more frequently on a MDA than their 
female counterparts, M = 3.16, SD = 1.44, t(266) = 3.48, p < 0.001. Regarding the 
variables of interest for the analyses, skewness and kurtosis indicated a normal dis-
tribution (Kline, 2011). Zero-order correlations and descriptive statistics are pro-
vided in Table 1.

2  Dataset and syntax can be accessed via this link: https://​osf.​io/​d7562/?​view_​only=​e1fa6​b32ff​8d45b​
9bc13​b8f75​5e617​31

https://osf.io/d7562/?view_only=e1fa6b32ff8d45b9bc13b8f755e61731
https://osf.io/d7562/?view_only=e1fa6b32ff8d45b9bc13b8f755e61731
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Hypothesized Model

With regards to H1 (see Table 2), the model predicting self-esteem, controlling 
for biological sex, age, sexual orientation and relationship status was signifi-
cant, R2 = 0.06, SE = 1.40, F(4, 258) = 3.74, p < 0.01. After adding the frequency 
of being ghosted as predictor, the model was no longer significant; ΔR2 = 0.01, 
SE = 1.40, F(1, 257) = 1.79, p = 0.18. The analysis indicated that there was 
no direct association between the frequency of being ghosted and self-esteem, 
B = −0.08, SE = 0.06, t = −1.34, p = 0.18, 95%CI [−0.19; 0.04]. No support for 
our first hypothesis was found (H1; see Table 2).

Mediating Role of Disillusionment

As for H2 (see Table 3), disillusionment with one’s own romantic appeal and dis-
illusionment in other users’ romantic appeal were added as potential suppressive 
variables to the model to test for indirect associations between the frequency of 
being ghosted and self-esteem. The model was significant, R2 = 0.18, SE = 1.72, F 
(7, 255) = 7.96, p < 0.001 (model 4; Hayes, 2013).

The frequency of being ghosted was significantly related to disillusionment in 
one’s own romantic appeal, B = 0.25, SE = 0.06, t = 4.13, p < 0.001, 95%CI [0.13; 
0.37]. Disillusionment in one’s own romantic appeal was significantly related to 
self-esteem, B = −0.37 SE = 0.06, t = −5.74, p < 0.001, 95%CI [−0.50; −0.24]. 
These findings partially support H2a in that the frequency of being ghosted on 
a MDA was indirectly related to emerging adults’ self-esteem through disillu-
sionment with one’s own romantic appeal, B = -0.09, SE = 0.03, 95%CI[−0.16; 
−0.04].

The analysis further revealed that the frequency of being ghosted was not 
related to disillusionment in other users’ romantic appeal, B = 0.13, SE = 0.07, 
t = 1.96, p = 0.05, 95%CI [−0.00; 0.26], which in itself was also not related to 
self-esteem, B = 0.07, SE = 0.06, t = 1.12, p = 0.26, 95%CI [−0.05; 0.18]. No 
indirect association between the frequency of being ghosted and self-esteem 
was found through disillusionment in other users’ romantic appeal, B = 0.01, 
SE = 0.01, 95%CI[−0.01; 0.03]. Hence, no empirical support was found for H2b 
For a detailed overview, see Table 3.

Moderating Role of Expectancy Violations

With regards to H3 (see Table 4), expectancy violations was added to the model to 
probe the indirect association which was found in testing H2. The model was sig-
nificant, R2 = 0.19, F(9, 205) = 5.51, p < 0.001. The results of the analysis (model 
8; Hayes, 2013) indicated no interaction between the frequency of being ghosted 
and expectancy violations on self-esteem, B = 0.00, SE = 0.05, t = 0.08, p = 0.94, 
95%CI [−0.09; 0.10]. The interaction term between the frequency of being ghosted 
and expectancy violations significantly related to disillusionment with one’s own 
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romantic appeal, B = 0.17, SE = 0.05, t = 3.47, p < 0.01, 95%CI [0.07; 0.27]. Condi-
tional indirect significant relationships between the frequency of being ghosted and 
self-esteem through disillusionment with one’s own romantic appeal emerged at 
moderate (± 0SD), B = −0.10, SE = 0.04, 95%CI [−0.19; −0.04] and high values of 
expectancy violations (+ 1SD), B = −0.22, SE = 0.07, 95%CI [−0.37; −0.10], but not 
at low values (−1SD), B = −01, SE = 0.04, 95%CI [−0.09; 0.08]. These findings sup-
port H3a in that the indirect association between the frequency of being ghosted on 
a MDA and self-esteem, through disillusionment with one’s own romantic appeal, 
only occurs when one’s expectancies with regards to being ghosted were (highly) 
violated.

No interaction between the frequency of being ghosted and expectancy viola-
tions was found in predicting self-esteem through disillusionment with other users’ 
romantic appeal, B = 0.00, SE = 0.05, t = 0.08, p = 0.94, 95%CI [−0.09; 0.10]. For a 
detailed overview, see Table 4. All Tables are made available on OSF.3

Discussion

The present study broadens current understandings of digitized romantic identity 
exploration among emerging adults. More specifically, it explores the association 
between experiences of romantic rejection in an online context (i.e., being ghosted) 
and emerging adults’ self-esteem. The first aim of the study was investigating the 
relationship between the frequency of being ghosted on a MDA and individuals’ 
self-esteem. No direct relationship between how often emerging adults were ghosted 
on a MDA and their self-esteem was found (H1). This finding does not mirror pre-
vious findings suggesting a negative relationship between relationship dissolution 
and self-esteem in an offline context (e.g., Luciano & Orth, 2017). Although it was 
expected that online relationship dissolution would have similar associations with 
self-esteem to its offline counterpart, it may be possible that relationship dissolution 

Table 2   Results of multiple 
linear regressions predicting 
self-esteem

Dependent variable: self-esteem
Bold values indicate the significant findings
*** p < .001; ** p < .01; * p < .05

Step 1: B S.E t p 95%CI
Age .013 .03 0.38 .71 [-.06; .08]
Biological sex −66*** .19 −3.53  < .001 [−1.03; −.29]
Sexual orientation −29 .20 −1.47 .14 [−68; .10]
Relationship status −08 .32 −0.25 .80 [−71; .55]
Step 2: B S.E t p 95%CI
Ghosting −08 .06 −1.34 .18 [−19.; .04]

3  Tables and figures on OSF can be accessed via this link: https://​osf.​io/​d7562/?​view_​only=​b0e26​6e9f2​
38410​eb20e​f98d7​7d5f8​6e

https://osf.io/d7562/?view_only=b0e266e9f238410eb20ef98d77d5f86e
https://osf.io/d7562/?view_only=b0e266e9f238410eb20ef98d77d5f86e
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in the form of withdrawal in an online context is not perceived as equally impact-
ful as in an offline setting due to the gamification and depersonalization that takes 
place on MDAs (e.g., Van De Wiele & Campbell, 2019). These insights highlight 
the transformative nature of digital spaces for common social experiences.

The second aim of this study was to probe the association between the frequency 
of being ghosted on a MDA and individuals’ self-esteem to explore individu-
als’ underlying mechanisms in interpreting this experience of being ghosted on a 
MDA. In particular, the more frequently emerging adults were ghosted on a MDA, 
the more likely they were to become disillusioned with their own romantic appeal, 
which in turn correlated with decreases in their self-esteem (H2a). The results did 
not show significant differences between the frequency of being ghosted on a MDA 
and emerging adults’ self-esteem through the disillusionment with other users’ 
romantic appeal (H2b).

One potential reason as for why emerging adults seem to attribute the occurrence 
of being ghosted to themselves and not to the person who ghosted them, may be 
found in the heightened uncertainty resulting from the experience of being ghosted. 
Given the ambiguous and impersonal nature of ghosting as a form of romantic rejec-
tion, persons who were ghosted may lack closure on why the interpersonal connec-
tion was ended (Lefebvre & Fan, 2020). Such a sudden termination of contact by 
the ghoster may then heighten uncertainty with regards to the actual connection that 
they had with the ghoster (Pancani et al., 2021). Hence, it may be argued that ghos-
tees will engage in retrospective uncertainty reduction (Berger, 1986), which would 
entail the process of analyzing the experience of being ghosted post-interaction and 
of reasoning explanations for the ghoster’s behavior. Given the impossibility to com-
municate with the ghoster, the ghostee cannot be certain of why the other person 
ghosted them. In order to reduce this uncertainty, it is presumable that the ghostees 
will seek reasons within themselves as for why they were ghosted.

Another possible reason for the current findings may be found in emerging adults’ 
pre-occupation with exploring their identity in a variety of life domains. Emerging 
adulthood has been referred to as the most self-focused time of life (Fincham & 
Cui, 2010), in which individual and independent decision making plays a pivotal 
role (Arnett, 2000). Consequently, emerging adults, arguably, feel highly responsi-
ble for the events that occur to them as they may perceive them as resulting from 
their own choices in life and therefore attribute the event of being ghosted to their 
own lack of romantic appeal rather than holding other users accountable. Self-blame 
likely surrounds these ghosting experiences. Particular attention should also go to 
which individuals are more likely to interpret ambiguous information negatively for 
example due to biased maladaptive cognitive processing style. For example, emerg-
ing adults who are socially anxious are known to interpret ambiguous online social 
experiences more negatively (Miers et al., 2020).

As different responses to ghosting were anticipated, the third aim of the current 
study was to explore individual differences in the extent to which respondents per-
ceived the ghosting as negative, impactful and unexpected in nature (H3). The find-
ings illustrate that the associations between the frequency of being ghosted, disil-
lusionment with oneself and self-esteem were only significant, if emerging adults’ 
expectancies with regards to being ghosted were highly or moderately violated, that 
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is, if they experienced being ghosted on a MDA as a (highly) negative, impactful 
and unexpected event (H3a). However, when emerging adults’ expectancies with 
regards to being ghosted were not violated, no significant differences in disillusion-
ment with their own romantic appeal were found. In line with the EVT (Burgoon 
& Jones, 1976), the extent to which disillusionment with oneself occurred was 
shown to depend on the extent to which one’s expectancies had been violated. The 
results did not show significant differences between the frequency of being ghosted 
on a MDA and emerging adults’ self-esteem through the disillusionment with other 
users’ romantic appeal (H2b) at any level of expectancy violations (H3b). This 
finding is rather surprising as it does not support previous research on the disillu-
sionment model, which found disillusionment with others occurred as the result of 
dashed initial favorable views of the other by someone’s actual experiences with that 
person (e.g., Huston et al., 2001; Niehuis et al., 2019).

In short, although there was no direct relationship between how often emerging 
adults were ghosted on a MDA and their self-esteem, our results provide empirical 
support for indirect associations. As such, the current study found similar (rather 
small) effect sizes to those found in literature on offline relationship dissolution 
and global (trait) self-esteem (e.g., Luciano & Orth, 2017). These findings should 
be contextualized as this study was conducted in Belgium. Given the pervasiveness 
of liberal views regarding sexual and romantic practices in Belgium (e.g., Bernard 
et al., 2015), it may be argued that online relationship dissolution is being tolerated 
more in comparison to cultures with less permissive ideas on intimacy and commit-
ment (e.g., India). In order to increase intersectionality and to attain a broader sense 
of the ways in which individuals across the globe are experiencing online relation-
ship dissolution, it is recommended to explore these associations in a more cultur-
ally diverse context.

Theoretical and Practical Implications

In terms of theoretical implications, findings of the current study merely suggest a 
partial transferability existing theories on offline romantic relationships, specifically 
the Disillusionment Model (Huston et al., 2001) and the Expectancy Violations The-
ory (Burgoon et al., 1976). Accordingly, existing models seem not able to fully cap-
ture romantic experiences on MDAs, which suggests a need for (partially) rethink-
ing these models for relationship formation in the digital society. Future research is 
encouraged to theoretically disentangle the transformative role of online commu-
nicative affordances (e.g., immediacy and frequency of interactions, amplification 
of experiences/demands) in emerging adults’ interpersonal relationships (Nesi et al., 
2018).

As MDAs do offer new social contexts with their own opportunities and chal-
lenges, which requires new skills from young people to successfully navigate them 
and to capitalize on the opportunities of MDAs in such a way that they can be sup-
portive of romantic identity development. Literature on social media theorizes that 
social media literacy has an empowering role in moderating social media exposure 
effects and informing own social media behaviours (e.g., Schreurs & Vandenbosch, 
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2021). Given that MDAs are a particular form of social media, it is recommended to 
apply the insights of the current study to this specific context in the form of ‘digital 
dating literacy’. Digital dating literacy can include at least the following two sub-
components; (1) cognitive structures including sets of organized knowledge on dat-
ing app practices (e.g., ghosting) to manage expectations adequately and (2) affec-
tive structures consisting of sets of organized emotions in the users’ memory which 
guide emotions in response to experiences on MDAs (e.g., being ghosted).

First, MDA users would benefit from realistic expectations with regards to online 
romantic interactions. More specifically, it may be useful to inform emerging adults 
about the ways in which CMC may shape interactions (e.g., asynchronous commu-
nication, peripheral decision making, anonymity). In the current study, almost all 
respondents were Tinder-users (96.6%), it should be emphasized that MDAs’ tech-
nological infrastructure (i.e., features and functions) shape user activity and hence, 
the culture on a given platform or the platform-specific community norms; Ferris 
& Duguay, 2020). Providing insights on the prevalence rates of individuals being 
ghosted on different types of MDAs may help users to rationalize ghosting experi-
ences and to shape their (platform-specific) expectancies with regards to the odds of 
being ghosted. This may empower individuals to not attribute the ghosting experi-
ence to one’s own lack of romantic experience, but to external influences such as the 
type of dating platform. This information can be shared in media literacy workshops 
or highlighted in the context of relationship therapy.

Second, it is recommended to heighten awareness among emerging adults that 
ghosting someone (even if it is done without harmful intent) may be perceived by 
the other person as a highly negative, impactful and unexpected event, which may 
negatively impact their wellbeing and health romantic development. Insights from 
research on cyberbullying suggest that creating more empathy for victims may be 
helpful in preventing online bullying. Hence, educators are encouraged to divert atti-
tudes of people who intend to ghost using a cognitive psychological approach (e.g., 
Mohan et al., 2019). Future research is encouraged to explore the effectiveness of 
such interventions to increase digital dating literacy.

Limitations and Future Directions

Although the current study has furthered our understanding of being ghosted, 
the study still has some limitations that need to be addressed and that provide 
direction for future research. The first limitation is the cross-sectional design 
which precludes making causal or temporal claims about the examined associa-
tions. Future research is encouraged to probe the directionality of the examined 
links. More specifically, it has been found that low self-esteem individuals may 
engage in certain behaviors (e.g., reading too much into problems) which may in 
turn distort relationship-enhancement processes (Murray et  al., 2002). As such, 
it might be interesting to explore in which specific MDA behaviors low versus 
high self-esteem emerging adults engage and how these may be related to their 
likelihood of being ghosted on a MDA. Following this reasoning, individuals’ 
self-esteem may be a predictor rather than an outcome of being ghosted on a 
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MDA. Moreover, users in our study indicated to be active on MDAs for on aver-
age six months to a year and appeared to be ghosted multiple times in this short 
time period. Therefore, future longitudinal research is also advised to document 
the potential cumulative indirect impact of ghosting experiences on users’ self-
esteem. A particularly interesting pathway for future studies is to explore whether 
emerging adults who have experienced being ghosted on MDAs more often or 
over a longer period of time, may become increasingly desensitized to its occur-
rence. Such links should be explored with longitudinal designs.

Second, the current study focused specifically on victims of ghosting, as 
such our understanding of actors of ghosting is still underexplored. Similar to 
what is seen in the context of cyberbullying, these two roles might actually be 
interrelated. Future longitudinal research may assess the likelihood to become 
a ghoster as an outcome of being ghosted. Unmet or violated romantic expec-
tations have been related to decreased relationship quality (e.g., decreased rela-
tionship satisfaction) and stability (e.g., increased attractiveness of alternatives; 
Vannier & O’Sullivan, 2018). When the experience of being ghosted on a MDA 
does not align with individuals’ romantic expectations, they may potentially start 
to adapt their expectations by attaching less worth to their online relationships. 
Consequently, it would be interesting to explore whether the experience of being 
ghosted may influence individuals’ perception of injunctive peer norms with 
regards to engaging in ghosting behavior. If emerging adults perceive engaging 
in ghosting as seemingly normative in the realm of mobile dating, it may be valu-
able to explore whether their own tendency to ghost other users is reinforced.

Third, the current study found rather limited effect sizes, which may poten-
tially be due to the operationalization of self-esteem in the current study (i.e., 
Single-Item Self-Esteem Scale; SISS; Robins et  al., 2001). Even though single-
item scales may have some shortcomings such as simplifying multidimensional 
topics and not being able to capture fine-grained differences between individuals, 
they may also have some advantages in particular contexts. Existing literature has 
demonstrated construct validity and robustness of the SISE (e.g., Leung & Xu, 
2013). Given that the current study aimed to investigate individuals’ global self-
esteem (i.e., individual’s positive or negative attitude towards the self as a total-
ity) in relation to being ghosted, the SISE seemed an adequate measure in the cur-
rent study. However, scholars have argued that self-esteem is domain-specific and 
hence, that individuals’ self-esteem is contingent on outcomes in these particular 
domains. In order to attain a more nuanced view on which particular domains of 
self-esteem may be related to online romantic rejection, future research is encour-
aged to explore evaluations of the self in specific domains such as appearance 
and approval from others. As such, these contingencies of self-worth serve as an 
important self-regulatory role. Individuals are expected to pursue activities and 
situations in areas that influence their self-worth, which maximize their odds of 
achieving success and minimize their likelihood of failure (Crocker & Wolfe, 
2001).

Lastly, the current study controlled for respondents’ biological sex rather than 
their gender. Although this is a common practice in mobile dating research (for a 
systematic literature review see Konings et  al., 2022), it has been criticized as 
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non-inclusive. More precisely, binary conceptualizations of sex/gender are not ade-
quate for respondents who identity as non-binary (e.g., Cameron & Stinton, 2019). 
Hence, future research is encouraged to adopt a more inclusive approach in order to 
enhance representation in mobile dating research.

Conclusion

This study is among the first to explore correlates of relationship dissolution in an 
online context. The findings of this study suggest that the more often individuals 
are being ghosted on a MDA, the more they may become disillusioned with their 
own romantic appeal, which in turn may be detrimental for their overall sense of 
their self-worth (i.e., self-esteem). It should be noted that the aforementioned asso-
ciations were only significant for individuals who perceived the ghosting as a nega-
tive, impactful and unexpected event. Given that self-esteem is crucial for indi-
viduals’ overall functioning, including physical and mental health, educational and 
occupational attainment, and interpersonal success, these observations have several 
implications that should be taken into account. Overall, this study highlights the 
importance of exploring the ways in which digitalization may transform relational 
dynamics and may serve as a base for future studies to establish whether these find-
ings hold over a longer period of time and whether interpersonal communication 
dynamics may be interfering.
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